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A Southeast Asian/ smaller-state perspective:

-- Lure (and limit) of Chinese power in the era of connectivity



Mind the GAPS 

GAPS: 

Perceptual, Political, and Developmental

¡ Big-power push, small-state pull

¡ National dynamics, sub-national imperatives 

¡ Dilemma of diversification:                                      

Any (credible and feasible) alternative please?  

* Connectivity projects at subnational and local levels
* (All politics is local); “All development is local”    



Geopolitical Implications

¡ Infrastructure development as a new 
geopolitical chessboard
-- Big power competition is a key driver of the current 
wave of connectivity-building across the region  

¡ Institutionalizing influence:                             
-- China-led institutions as the 3rd pillar of Asian 
architecture? 

¡ The lure and limit of Chinese power  

- The power dynamics behind the constructions of 
railroads, highways, dams, ports, pipelines, etc.   



Competing Initiatives
for infrastructure development in Asia 

¡ China’s “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI):                 -
- (Not a single policy) an umbrella cooperative 
framework: (a) promoted primarily through 
infrastructure and other connectivity-building; (b)
pursued bilaterally; (c) shaped by subnational 
and national dynamics between both sides   

¡ Japan’s “Partnership for Quality Infrastructure”     

¡ Emerging initiatives: Quad, US’ Indo-Pacific 
infrastructure initiative, EU’s Connectivity Strategy



 Organizing Principles Power Relations 

1st Pillar 
- U.S.-led 
alliances  

Collective defense 
- Threat-based 

- Asymmetric bilateralism   
- U.S.-dominated (U.S. Plus)  

2nd Pillar 
- ASEAN-led 
multilateralism 

Cooperative security  
- Norms-based (the ASEAN 
Way)  

- Sovereign equality 
- Centered and “led” by 
weaker states (ASEAN Plus) 

Emerging 
3rd Pillar? 
- China-
centered 
initiatives 

“Common destiny” 
- Remunerative-based, 
leveraging on geography 
and a common need for 
development 

- “Interdependence” (or 
uneven dependency?) 
- China-centered (China 
Plus) 

Emerging 
4th Pillar? 
- Japan/Quad-
anchored 
initiatives  
 

“Quality partnership” 
- Value-based, promoting 
a synthesis between high-
quality infrastructure, 
environment, and 
sustainable growth  

- Expanded partnerships for 
“free & open Indo-Pacific” 
strategies  
 

	





China-related Rail Projects in Southeast Asia 

East Coast Rail Link 

Kuala Lumpur-Singapore 
High-Speed Rail 
(Postponed)

Gemas-Johor Bahru
Double Tracking Railway

High Speed Airport Rail 
Link (Don Mueang-
Suvarnabhumi-Utapao)

Thailand-China Railway 

Laos-China Railway

Jakarta-Bandung High
Speed Railway

Cat Linh-Ha Dong Urban
Railway

Kyaukphyu-Kunming High 
Speed Railway

The “lines” on the BRI map



Rivers of Iron: Railroads and Chinese Power       
in Southeast Asia




